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Abstract 
The Malaysian Government, with the assistance of the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) is aiming to turn Malaysia into an 
education hub within ASEAN. In achieving this target, the Malaysian Government is working very hard to attract as many 
foreign students as possible to further their studies in Malaysia. Furthermore, in line with this effort, the government has to 
ensure that all Public Higher Learning Institutions (PHLI) in Malaysia will be able to attract students, lecturers and sponsors by 
offering the best service quality in the field of higher education. The catalyst of this effort is the employees’ role in providing the 
best work performance which will increase their productivity . This heightened performance can be observed in their daily 
routines which will then transform into a culture of excellence in the long run. Good relationships between the management of  
the universities and their employees will subsequently increase employees’ satisfaction and loyalty. And if the management of 
these institutions fails to seriously consider this matter the resulting outcome could be the other way round. As such, the f indings  
of this study will provide the solution needed by the Top Management of PHLI to utilise the Culture of Excellence (CoE) as a 
tool, especially in dealing with employees and meeting their demands, which will consequently result in employees’ satisfaction 
and loyalty. In addition, it will have a great impact on the productivity of the employees in the respective organizations of Public 
Higher Learning Institutions (PHLI). While constructing the questionnaires, various dimensions and items were identified and 
most of these were derived from the literature review and focus group interviews. These included 10 dimensions and 103 items. 
New items from focus group interviews were also included as they were found to be relevant to the study. The purpose of this 
study is to identify, point out and determine some of the dimensions of the CoE. The results will be used to develop the best 
structural model for managing PHLI in relation to CoE and ISQ. This study attempts to qualitatively determine the critical factors 
of CoE from PHLI employees throughout Malaysia. The research process began by identifying the determinants for CoE, 
followed by the development of the research instrument and pilot testing. Lastly, relationship analysis was conducted by using 
multiple regression analysis, confirmation of CoE and applying the findings in order to build the structural model of CoE. 
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1.  Introduction 
The Government introduced the Government Transformation Plan (GTP) in 2011 which outlined seven (7) 
National Key Result Areas (NKRAs). These NKRAs are in line with Vision 2020. Improving student outcomes is 
closely related to Public Higher Learning  Institution (PHLI). On  27 August 2007, the Ministry of Higher Education 
published a book entitled The National Higher Education Strategic Plan Beyond 2020 . Seven (7) Strategic Cores 
(Teras) have been identified as crucial excel elements in implementing this strategic plan. Core number seven which  
is on strengthening the delivery system is closely related to this study. To achieve this core target, all public 
universities are required to increase their service quality and programs so that they create  a conducive environment 
for students to study and acquire knowledge.  So as to become competitive, most public universities have a set target 
or better known as Key Performance Indicator or KPI. The Ministry of Education (previously Min istry of Higher 
Learn ing (MoHE) will closely monitor the achievement of these KPI among public universit ies.  Achiev ing the KPI 
means there will be higher chances for the university to achieve high quality and outcome for their un iversity. In line 
with this effort, the government has to ensure that all Public Higher Learning Institutions (PHLI) in Malaysia will be 
able to attract students, lecturers and sponsors by offering the best service quality in the field of h igher education. 
The catalysts of this effort are the employee’s role in prov iding the best work performance thus increasing their 
productivity. This excellence in performance can be observed in their daily routine which will then transformed  
itself as a culture of excellence in the long run.  
Good relationship between the management of a university and its employees in understanding each other will 
subsequently increase the employees’ satisfaction and loyalty and if the management fails to seriously consider this 
matter the resulting outcome could be the other way round. In Septemb er 2014, the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
launched the Malaysian Education Blueprint for Higher Education (HE) in an effort to transform Higher Education 
towards excellence.  To  achieve this, the Ministry has developed 10 Big Ideas which  are Outcome -based. The main  
goal is to create a talented nation with first class mentality and values. This effort will consist of Holistic 
Entrepreneurial and Balanced Graduates, HE Excellence, Nation of Lifelong Learners, Quality TVET Graduates, 
Empowered Governance, Financial Sustainability, Innovation Ecosystem, Transformed HE Delivery, Global 
Prominence, and Globalized Online Learn ing. The underlin ing catalyst for this future achievement will be the PHLI 
employees. As such, the aim of this paper is very important to iden tify the elements and dimensions of culture for 
excellence. 
2.  Literature review 
Many empirical research projects have been conducted on quality management practices. On  the contrary, 
studies on the culture of excellence in an  organization are very  limited (Trivellas & Dargenidou, 2009). As a result, 
many issues pertaining to the culture of excellence are less pursued after when it is clear that it is a very important 
subject or issue to examine and study (Anthony & Bhattacharyya, 2010). Furthermore, several studies on Total 
Quality Serv ice (TQS) have highlighted that there is a need to study the excellence component in quality (Md Zabid, 
Murali & Azmawani, 2003;  Ali, Gulsen & Zbignew, 2010;  Hoseong & Beomjoon, 2012). It is of a g reat need to 
operationalize the elements of excellence empirically (Sureshchandar, Rajendran & Anantharaman, 2002; Choy, 
2002; Tjahjono et al., 2010). In achiev ing this target, this study will seek to answer issues pertaining to Total Quality 
Management (TQM) practices in Public Higher Learn ing Institutions (PHLI) which are currently not really help ing 
to push up the level of excellence among the employees.  
2.1. Culture 
Culture is a set of routines that is practiced by a group of people on a regular o r even daily basis (Herguner & 
Reeves, 2000). When good practices are being repeated everyday by people or community it automat ically becomes 
a culture. Good pract ices create good culture and excellent pract ices create excellent culture (Hofstede et al., 1990). 
To become excellent one should strive to do something that is extraordinary from their normal routine. Goffee and 
Jones (1998) h ighlighted that in order for an o rganizat ion to achieve a high level o f excellence, the employees or 
staff working for the organization must also have an excellent work cu lture. A successful organization can only 
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mean that the employees are practicing excellent practices and attitudes in their everyday working environment (Md 
Zabid et al. 2003). The question is what practices or work cu lture can mot ivate these  employees to this desired level 
of excellence? Therefore the focus of this research is to identify, point out and determine some of the CoE 
dimensions that could very well be part of this culture of excellence and the finding will contribute to the body o f 
knowledge. 
 Studies on the culture of excellence for organizations are still very limited (e.g.Trivellas & Dargenidou, 2009). 
As a result, many issues pertaining to the culture of excellence are less pursued though it is very important to be 
examined and studied nowadays (Anthony & Bhattacharyya, 2010). Furthermore, several studies on Total Quality 
Service have highlighted that there is still a need to study and operationalise the excellence components in quality 
management (Ali, Gulsen & Zbignew, 2010; Choy, 2002; Hoseong & Beomjoon, 2012; Md Zabid, Murali & 
Azmawani, 2003; Sureshchandar, Rajendran & Anantharaman, 2002). 
2.2. Internal service quality in higher education 
Senthilkumar (2010) developed a new model to measure service quality  in  higher education in India which is 
known as SQM-HEI. The study reveals that several factors contributed to the quality of education, namely, excellent 
physical resources, and wide range of programs offered. Brochado (2009) concluded that service performance 
(SERPERF) and Higher Education Performance (HEdPERF) act as reliab le measurement tools for service quality in  
higher education although it is still not possible to compare which one is the best. She examined these tools based on 
five (5) alternatives measures of service quality in high education climate. 
Trivellas and Dargenidou (2009) studied the influence of leadership ro les on the service quality in higher 
education. It reveals that different leadership roles are linked with different dimensions of service quality in higher 
education. Firdaus (2005) revealed that Higher Education Performance (HEdPERF), which explained variance 
within the higher education setting is much better than service performance (SERPERF) although his study only 
specified respective utilities of each instrument within a single industry, and in one national setting.  
Gunawardane (2010) investigated whether `reliab ility’ is perceived as an important dimension in the internal 
service encounter. The study reveals that `reliability’ emerges as a key dimension in evaluating the quality of an 
internal service encounter. Voon (2006) empirically developed a service-driven market orientation construct and 
tested its relationship with service quality. His results confirmed that service-driven market orientation (SERVMO) 
has a strong relationship with service quality. Kang, James, Alexandris (2002) studied the transferability of the 
SERVQUAL instrument for measuring internal service quality. They introduced the use of Internal Service Quality 
Battery (ISQB) in measuring the service quality. Those are useful tools to measure service quality. 
2.3. Organization culture 
Mallak, Lyth, Olson, Ulshafer and Sardone (2003) conducted a culture survey using existing scales and custom 
scales as the main measurement tools. They found that culture strength links with higher performance levels and 
they noticed that the built environment’s role as a moderat ing variable resulted in proper processes and outcomes. 
They also found that employee job satisfaction and patient satisfaction were significantly and positively correlated 
with culture strength and built environment. 
Organizational Culture is the catalyst in knowledge creation capability (Dong, Su & Yang 2010). In  particular, 
collectiv ism creates positive influence on knowledge creation capability and at the same time, power, distance and 
uncertainty avoidance give negative influences. Md Zahid, Murali and Azmawani (2003) studied the relat ionship of 
Organizational Culture and attitudes in the context o f Organizat ional change in Malaysia. They found out that there 
is a relationship between Organizat ional Culture and the affect ive, cognitive, and behavioral tendency of attitudes in 
Organizational change. On the same note, it means that a certain type of Organizational Culture in creases the 
chances in the acceptability of change while the other type of culture will not accept change. 
Innovation is the key element in achieving a competit ive advantage for companies (Naranjo -Valencia, Jiménez- 
Jiménez & Sanz-Valle 2011). Organization  culture is the key element in p romoting innovation strategies. They also 
found that Adhocracy Cultures help the achievement of innovation strategies and Hierarchical Cultures direct  
imitation cultures. 
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2.4. Excellence 
 Presently, the pressure of competition and survival among organizat ions are becoming tougher with the 
implementation of globalization concept especially in developing countries. Khandwalla and Mehta (2004) quoted 
that organizations need to redesign themselves by becoming more creative and innovat ive to remain competitive. 
Hillman (1994) highlighted that assessment of excellence is done with the purpose of analyzing the organizat ion 
consistency with a model so that the management will know its achievement. As such, European Foundation for 
Quality Management (EFQM Guidelines, 1999) relates excellence as an “outstanding practice in managing the 
organization and ach ieving result –  with nine (9) basic elements which  include Result Orientation, Customer Focus, 
Leadership and Constancy of Purpose, Management by Process and Facts, People Development and Involvement, 
Continuous Learning, Innovation and Improvement, Partnership Development and Public Responsibility”. In this 
model, a  weighted average method is used to calculate the excellence of performance.  However, literature found 
that these elements are inter related within organizations in a very complicated manner. 
Antony and Bhattacharyya (2010) used conceptual framework in measuring organizat ional performance and 
organizational excellence in the context  of Small and Medium scale Enterprises (SME).The findings show that in 
Organization, excellence is the catalyst which gives impact on one performance variab le to the other performance 
variable. Their developed model on measuring excellence is used for SM E and could also be used in  other 
industries. To make sure this model will become a holistic model, further research could also be done to identify  
other variables which  might be related to the existing variables. Tested variables include innovativeness, 
creativeness, competitiveness, effectiveness, productiveness, and profitability. They also proposed a new definit ion 
of organizat ion excellence which is “the outstanding measure of relationship of all performance variables 
influencing an organization’s role”. 
3.  Methodology 
In order to investigate the determinate of Culture of Excellence (CoE), focus group interviews were used. The 
objective is to generate new ideas using the qualitative method. Participants were identified based on their posts in 
PHLI and government agencies. The participants ranged from Top Management, Middle Management and Lower 
Management levels.  Careful screening of FG part icipants was done to ensure that only related persons were invited 
to discuss the issues and to ensure that the information collected would be related to the main topic. 
After the participants were identified, four interview sessions were conducted to discuss highlighted issues. The 
first interview was done on 7th February 2014 where six government officers related to  PHLI were called.  The 
second interview was conducted on 20th February 2014, and eight (8) middle management officers from various 
PHLI were involved. These officers were from the Human Resource Department, Asset Management Department, 
Academic Department, Governance and Policy Department as well as from the faculty.   
The posts of the participants ranged from Deputy Registrar (N54) to Senior Assistant Registrar (N44).  The third  
interview session was done on 28th February 2014 and it involved 25 senior management staff of Universiti 
Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) including the Vice Chancellor, the Registrar, the Bursary, the Chief Librarian, the 
Directors and all the Presidents of the Staff Associations in UNIMAS.  The fourth interview was conducted on 10th 
April 2014 involving seven (7) supporting staff from various PHLI in Malaysia. Three (3) interviews were done in 
Kuching, Sarawak except for the second interview which was done in Hong Kong. 
The discussions were facilitated by the researcher and they were conducted for 45 minutes to one hour and thirty 
minutes.  Sometimes the sessions had to be prolonged as the discussions became more interesting when the 
interviewee contributed lots of ideas. In this case the researcher had to be flexible in order to capture and record all 
the information. All information was recorded using a mini recorder and was later transcribed.  
The discussion was based on semi-structured questions as below: 
x What is your definition of culture? 
x What is your definition of   Excellence? 
x What is the element for Culture of Excellence? 
x How do you achieve culture of excellence in your organization? 
 
88   Nasriman Abdul Rahman et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  224 ( 2016 )  84 – 92 
In order to document all the information from the focus group interviews, all the information was recorded, 
coded and compiled based on their category.   
4.  Qualitative analysis and findings 
During the d iscussions, participants were asked the pre-set questions and several elements were recorded.  Some 
of the elements appeared several times and this indicated that the discussions had reached their satu rated level. 
Below are new items generated from the discussions. 
4.1. Integrity and accountability 
Excellent staff should have high level of integrity and accountability.  Integrity is the quality of being honest and 
having strong moral principles and mora l uprightness.  It is generally a personal choice to uphold oneself to 
consistent moral and ethical standards (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010). 
In order to ensure staff are excellent in their work, the organization has to ensure that only candidates  with high 
value of integrity are selected to join the organization. Although it is very subjective to measure the value of 
integrity in oneself, it can be assessed through their behaviour and daily attitude towards orders and instructions.   
Dykstra (1939) highlighted that staff also have to be accountable in their work routine. Accountability is 
answerability, blameworth iness, liability and the expectation of account -giving. This relates to the obligation 
imposed by law or lawful order on regulation on an  officer or other person for keep ing accurate record  of 
information etc. As so, the staff having this obligation may or may not have actual possession of the information.  
This exp lains that excellent staff have to be highly accountable for their work and a re also closely related to the 
excellent achievement of their organization. 
4.2.  Positive traits 
The discussions with all the participants have highlighted a number of positive traits that staff should possess it 
they want to excel in their work. The staff should be resourceful, calm, h ighly courageous, knowledgeable and 
experienced, committed to  work as “Ibadah” (for Muslim), sincere in performing their duty (for non -Muslim), and 
should have a sense of belonging, a good sense of urgency, consistency in their work and cost effective attitude. The 
positive attitude is the main ingredient of successful and excellent staff. 
4.3. Political freedom 
Based on the discussions, a number of participants highlighted that political interference also affect their duty.  
The polit ical pressure in the fo rm of an  instruction from the superior (top management), could  be from “outside and 
inside sources”. When this happens the staff are in a d ilemma whether to follow or disobey the instruction. To 
overcome this situation and move fo rward for excellence, the o rganizat ion should free itself from this political 
elements and interference. All staff should be free to perform their duty based on their job scope and guideline.  
4.4.  Rebranding and upholding reputation 
The staff of PHLI are also civil servants. The great challenge of civil servants at the moment is to change their 
mind set and to work more productively and innovatively. The work for the sake of salary  mentality and the feeling 
of complacency should be eradicated from their mind. There is a need to rebrand and uphold the reputation of the 
Malaysian Civ il Servants including those from PHLI. All staff should have pride in their work and should enhance 
high professionalism. Staff should be more productive and innovative in their work. The ability to generate new 
ideas and solutions to problems is h ighly required. Continued improvement should be done consistently to ensure 
better quality of work processes, work environment and this will enhance the achievement of excellence in the 
organization.  
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4.5.  Force-Order 
There are times that the organization should use their authority to ensure that work is done by the staff.  The 
participants from the FG interviews have identified this scenario as ‘Force -order’. This action should be applied as 
some staff try to avoid their responsibility and pass their work load to other staff. Good and efficient ‘Force -Order’ 
action will ensure all duties will be done by the staff in  order to achieve their plan  of work. In the long run, this will 
ensure the achievement of the Culture of Excellence among PHLI staff. 
5.  Conclusions 
Using Focus Group interviews in generating new ideas and dimensions of Culture of Excellence has proven to be 
beneficial. A number of new items have been identified as potential elements which will contribute to CoE. All 
these new items were included in the questionnaires. The findings revealed that there are other substantial elements 
that could be considered as affecting the culture o f excellence. Five (5) new items have been identified which  
include integrity and accountability, positive traits, freedom from political elements, the need  to rebrand and uphold 
reputation, and last but not least the need  to use `force-order’. The first two (2) items are closely related to the 
individual staff and  are within  their control (integrity and accountability, and positive traits) and  the other three (3) 
items are external factors which are out of the indiv idual staff’s control (polit ical freedom, rebranding and uphold 
reputation, and `force-order’). Prev ious studies by Kotter and Heskett (1992), Scott Morton (2003), and Waal (2004) 
identified that Organization Structure and Organization Culture have a strong influence on the behaviour of 
Organizational members and this has resulted in High Performance Organization (HPO). The eight (8) factors are 
design characteristics, strategy characteristics, process characteristics, technology characteristics, leadership 
characteristics, individual and roles characteristics, culture characteristics, and external orientation characteristics.  
Three (3) most commonly used  Excellence Models (Gouthier et al., 2012) include Johnston’s Conceptualizat ion of 
Service Excellence, the EFQM Model as a representation of national quality award models, and the Kano Model, 
and their respective applicability and specific perspective on service quality. Herington et al. (2005) revealed a 
greater degree of consistency between employees’ viewpoints on the importance of relat ionship elements and non -
market ing literature. They found elements such as cooperation, empowerment, communication, attachment, shared 
goals and values, trust, and respect. As a conclusion, this study has found new elements which  will contribute to the 
elements of excellence in higher education. The findings of this study have a similarity to other studies which also 
found internal and external elements of excellence although in detail, the elements are totally different.  
6.  Implication and future research 
The outcomes of this study will give great impact to the employees of Public Higher Learning Institutions 
(PHLI) towards increasing their productivity by  implementing the culture o f excellence in  their respective 
organizations. The management will know the important elements that can trigger the Culture of Excellence (CoE) 
among their employees which will also motivate and increase their satisfaction and loyalty.  
Appendix A: The Proposed Operational Definitions for CoE, ISQ, ES, EL. 
Variables Dimensions Items Source  
Culture of 
Excellence (CoE) 
 
Strategic 
Leadership 
 
x Top management set strategic plans in pursuit of service 
quality and customer satisfaction. 
x Top management are committed to and ensure that everyone 
in the organization share the vision of long-term quality 
improvement. 
x Top management actively promote and communicate a 
philosophy and culture of service quality and excellence. 
x Tendency of the top management to view employees as 
valuable and long-term resources. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Narayanan et.al 
(2009) 
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Variables Dimensions Items Source  
Customer focus 
 
x Extent to which customer focus and quality are driving forces 
behind day-to-day operations. 
x Pleasing and courteous behavior of the employees towards the 
customers. 
x Intensity and depth of service. 
x Service innovation. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Lado et al (2011) 
 
Employee Focus 
and Engagement 
 
x Encouragement of employee suggestions and innovation 
x Evaluation of effectiveness, extent and type of involvement of 
employees in work excellence programs. 
x Extent to which the employees are given commensurate 
authority and operational independence to achieve results. 
x Extent to which the employees are protected and advised 
properly in the event of their inadvertent and unforeseen 
failures in the course of pursuing work excellence. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Yeh (2003) 
Human Resource 
Management 
 
x Effectiveness of the selection and recruitment process (in term 
of objectivity and “right man for the right job”). 
x Degree of promotion and career development programs 
emphasize quality management and work excellence in the 
organization. 
x Effectiveness of the organization to link education and 
training of employees to its long-term plans and strategies. 
x Evaluation and improvement of the training and education 
programs to employees. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Babtiste (2007) 
x Integrity and Accountability 
x Positive Traits 
x Free of Political Elements 
x Need  to rebrandand uphold reputation 
x Need  to use ‘Force-Order’ 
Focus Group 
Interview 
Process 
Management 
 
x Extent to which the service delivery and work related 
processes are standardized, simplified and documented so that 
work and services are delivered without any hassles. 
x Enhancement of technological capability to serve customers 
more effectively. 
x Regular tracking and maintenance of the key processes that 
are critical to the business. 
x Systematic documentation of procedures for investigation of 
causes of errors and subsequent corrective actions. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), Da 
Silva et al (2012) 
Continuous 
Improvement 
and Learning 
 
x Extent to which the organization believes that continuous 
improvement results in a competitive advantage. 
x Emphasis of continuous improvement in all operations and at 
all levels. 
x Extent to which the need for obtaining immediate results 
override (or dominate) the drive for quality processes and 
improvement. 
x Quantification of continuous improvement strategies on the 
basis of factors such as cost, t ime and performance. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Oliver (2009) 
Benchmarking 
 
x Emphasis on benchmarking the services, work, and processes 
with respect to those of other organization/agency. 
x Emphasis on benchmarking the training programs with those 
of other organization/agency. 
x Emphasis on benchmarking the level of customer focus with 
those of other organization/agency. 
x Emphasis on benchmarking the effectiveness of HRM with 
those of other organization/agency. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), Li 
Chen (2001) 
Empowerment 
and Teamwork 
 
x Extent to which the employees are encouraged to voice their 
opinions, criticisms, and feedback on organizational 
functioning and performance. 
x Providing employees enough support and encouragement to 
solve problems. 
x Extent of accountability of employees for customer service. 
x Staff are encouraged to work as a team rather than individual. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Scarnati et al 
(2002) 
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Variables Dimensions Items Source  
Creativity and 
Innovation 
 
x Top management providing employees enough support and 
encouragement towards creativity and innovation including 
incentive and rewards. 
x Staff awareness on the importance of creativity and 
innovation in the organization. 
x Use charts, graphs and other statistical tools and techniques to 
monitor and show the creativity and innovation achievement 
and progress in the organization. 
x Set good working environment in order to encourage staff to 
become more creative and innovative in their work related 
activities. 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Esteve et. al 
(2012) 
Internal Service 
Q uality 
(ISQ ) 
 
Reliability 
x Providing service as promise and in time 
x Dependability in handling customers’ service problem 
x Performing services right at the first t ime 
x Maintaining error-free records 
 
 
 
Parasuraman, 
Zeithaml, Berry 
(1988) 
Cronin, & Taylor 
(1992) 
Frost, & Kumar 
(2000) 
 
 
 
 
Assurance  
x Employees who instill confidence in customer 
x Making customer feel safe in their transactions 
x Employees who are consistently courteous 
x Employee who have the knowledge to answer customer 
questions 
Tangibles 
 
x Modern equipment 
x Visually appealing facilities 
x Employees who have a neat, professional appearance 
x Visually appealing materials associated with the service 
Empathy 
x Employees who deal with customers in a caring fashion 
x Convenience operating hours 
x Giving customers individual attention 
x Employees who understand the needs of their customers 
Responsiveness 
 
x Keeping customers informed about when services will be 
performed 
x Prompt service to customers 
x Willingness to help customers 
x Readiness to respond to customers’ requests 
Employee Satisfaction  
x Extend to which the management provides ample recognition 
and encouragement for achievement in work related activities. 
x Degree to which the management actively devises strategies 
to improve employee satisfaction. 
x Providing performance oriented group incentives 
x Design career paths for employees, with opportunities and 
limitations clearly specified 
Sureshchandar 
et.al (2001), 
Choy (2002), 
Yeh (2003) 
Employee Loyalty x Desire to continue working in the same organization x Recommending the organization to others 
Ali Turkyilmaz 
(2011), Horton, 
S. (2006), Fisher, 
C.D. (2000) 
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